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1. Introduction
As a matter of common sense, most people will agree that smaller classes 
are better than larger classes for both teachers and students. Proposals to 
reduce class sizes are usually popular with parents and other stakeholders 
in the education system. This makes class size an easily politicised 
objective of increased spending on education. Politicians often invoke the 
idea of “investing in education” or “reforming” the system as a self-evident 
good. One of the most memorable soundbites from the UK Labour Party 
in the run up to the 1997 General Election was “Education, Education, 
Education”, which referred to the 1996 speech of then party leader, and 
later Prime Minister, Tony Blair. In that speech, he rhetorically claimed 
that for him the three highest priorities in government were all “education”. 
One of the things this meant in practice was a promise to reduce class sizes 
in primary education to thirty students or less. The timing was right, and 
this message, amongst others, resonated so strongly amongst British voters 
that it swept the Labour Party into power with its greatest ever majority 
and for its longest sustained period in government.
Class size, however, remains a controversial political and academic 
topic [1]-[3]. There are two basic reasons for this: 1) there are only finite 
resources available to any educational institution, and 2) the benefits of 
smaller class sizes are difficult to quantify and demonstrate. Consequently, 
when an institution is faced with the question of how best to allocate its 
limited resources, the arguments in favour of reducing class size are less 
than iron clad and typically rely on a subjective understanding rather 
than an objective analysis of data. What data there is on the subject is 
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vulnerable to oversimplification when presented to a mass audience and 
politicisation when a particular interpretation suits a given agenda [4]-[6]. 
Indeed, the question as to whether smaller class sizes are better than larger 
classes is itself so overgeneralised that the very form of asking assumes a 
universally applicable binary-based answer.
2. The Evidence
There have been many studies conducted into whether class-size has a 
significant impact on student learning, some more reliable and far ranging 
than others [7]-[11]. The first hurdle that must be cleared, if the results 
are to have any meaningful universal impact on our understanding of the 
general effect, is sample size. For something as complicated as education, 
where access and quality can be extremely variable and are subject to 
social, racial, financial, and even locational factors, the sample size has to 
be very large if these differences are to be subsumed. Needless to say, most 
studies are not conducted on this scale, and even the most influential of 
them, the STAR or Student Teacher Achievement Ratio study, was limited 
to one state, that being Tennessee.
The STAR study is considered particularly reliable because of its 
robust design and authorisation at a state level, which allowed schools 
to voluntarily participate in an experiment affecting children from 
kindergarten to third grade [12][13]. Each participating school was given 
additional funding to create a number of smaller classes to which students 
and teachers were randomly assigned. The results were significantly 
improved achievement for children in the smaller classes, particularly 
those from minority or disadvantaged backgrounds, which is to say those 
with the most to potentially gain.
Prior to this, the prevailing view with regard to public education 
amongst academics in the USA was that “money doesn’t matter”. The 
reasoning for this was that wastefulness and inefficiency had effectively 
rendered investment ineffective, and that what was really needed was 
reform [14]-[16]. The leading proponent of this view was the economist 
Eric A. Hanushek, whose influential literature reviews made him a 
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powerful advocate of spending restraint on public education. Not only 
academically influential, he was also publicly very visible, and even 
appeared as an expert witness in state court cases regarding the likelihood 
(or not) of increased spending having a significant effect on student 
academic achievement. In more recent years his attention has turned to the 
causal links between economic growth and education quality.
The STAR study was at the forefront of the reversal in conventional 
wisdom, its conclusions were vigorously supported by academic 
heavyweights like Alan B. Krueger, and the results were soon replicated 
through the SAGE study in Wisconsin. Many smaller scale studies 
followed suite and the tide of opinion began to shift with several states 
taking strong action based on these conclusions. Most famously California 
was an early adopter of class size reduction, investing several billion 
dollars in reducing primary school class sizes from thirty students to 
twenty students. Moreover, research papers started to appear with titles 
like “why money matters”, directly and vocally challenging the wisdom of 
the past.
However, this has not led to an end of the debate. If anything, it has 
become more polarised than before. Even when opinions are broadly 
shared there is a tendency to “violently agree”, as noted in the Class 
Size Debate, there is actually substantial agreement between Hanushek 
and Krueger. One reason for the continued dissonance is that the results 
in California over six years of sustained investment were inconclusive. 
Partly, that can be explained by its scale of implementation, which resulted 
in a very large influx of inexperienced teachers and all the challenges that 
come for schools forced to adapt to sweeping new structural changes, but 
it still leaves many questions. Indeed, papers continue to be published by 
numerous researchers in favour of one side of the argument or the other [17]
[18].
The financial context behind all of this should not be neglected either 
[19]. Indeed, the reason California had the funds available to invest in 
schools was due to a tax windfall from the dotcom bubble of the 1990s, a 
good deal of which had to be spent on education by law. Contrast this with 
the economic upheaval of the last fifteen years and it is easy to see why 
researchers remain strongly interested in discovering the exact benefits of 
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smaller class size and how limited education budgets can be best deployed 
[20]-[22]. After all, it has never in fact been a true contention that money 
does not matter for education, but rather that increased spending cannot 
solve systemic problems by itself. It has to be intelligently invested 
where it can do the most good and in a sustained manner that improves 
achievement gradually over time.
One last vital aspect of the evidence must be considered at this 
juncture, and that is how researchers have typically measured improvement 
and achievement with regard to class size. In most cases we are dealing 
chiefly with quantitative data [23]-[25]. That is to say, the test scores of 
students in smaller-sized classes are compared to those in larger-sized 
classes and the difference measured and analysed for meaning. The tests 
are usually in basic skills like mathematics, reading, and so on. Numbers 
are easy to evaluate, as well as being reassuringly solid indicators of 
academic achievement. However, they are not the whole story, and even 
in the STAR study, which had quantitative data at the front and centre of 
its report, some qualitative values were also measured, such as learning 
behaviours, propensity for withdrawal, and tendency towards classroom 
disruption.
Given that the interest of this paper in particular is how class-size 
affects language acquisition at university level in Japan, there is likely 
going to be greater weight on qualitative outcomes than quantitative 
outcomes.
3. Lectures versus Seminars
A traditional lecture is monodirectional in that information flows from 
one source, the speaker or lecturer, to another, the audience, with little 
or no feedback. The only limit on the number of students attending is 
the space available and the degree to which the speaker can project their 
voice, aided or unaided by technology. It is therefore not uncommon for 
a single lecturer to engage as many as three-hundred students in a single 
lecture with just as much efficiency as if there were only three. Indeed, a 
lecture is the quintessential form of passive learning, and not dissimilar to 
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reading a book, watching a video, or listening to audio content. This is no 
repudiation of the practice; a lecture is a useful tool in teaching, to be sure.
By contrast, a seminar has a different purpose. Rather than learning 
passively, the objective is to create a learning environment where students 
learn actively. This is often described as “surface” learning versus “deep” 
learning. Surface learning is most common when teaching focuses on 
information transmission and memory based testing, meaning that there 
is also a lack of interpersonal interaction and discussion. Deeper learning 
is usually elicited when the teaching focuses on critical or analytical 
thinking, problem solving, and class discussion. When assessment is 
based on regurgitation and learning the appropriate process for finding a 
prescribed answer to a question, there is little need to engage deeply with 
a subject. It is more likely that students will engage deeply with a subject 
when assessment is based on more subjective criteria, such as the process 
of analysis, synthesis, comparison, and evaluation.
Whilst a lecture may accommodate several hundred students, few 
seminar classes exceed thirty students and twenty is far more typical. Less 
than twenty is ideal. This is purely a matter of practicality. In an active 
learning environment, the seminar leader has to be able to monitor what 
the students are doing, and by physical necessity that entails a relatively 
small number of students. Whilst a seminar might be led as a whole group 
for a portion of the class, for most activities students will be divided into 
small groups or into pairs so that they can complete active exercises. 
Active participation in an environment that cannot be duplicated by self-
study or passive learning is fundamental to the seminar format. The 
multidirectional nature of the information flow is the key contrast with a 
traditional lecture.
For language acquisition in particular, the lecture format is not 
ideal. Whilst information must flow from the teacher to some extent, 
seminars provide for a very different learning environment that is not 
easily replicable outside of an educational institution. The opportunity for 
students of a foreign language to engage in conversation and discussion, 
whether in pairs or in groups, or to participate in presentations, whether 
as a speaker or as an audience member, is relatively rare in day-to-day 
life, unless they are actually living in a country where that language is 
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dominant. Yet, speaking and listening practice is absolutely essential 
to successful language learning. Memorising vocabulary and studying 
grammar is of very little benefit without putting what is learned into 
practice. Whilst reading and writing are reasonable substitutes, they lack 
the immediacy of an active listening and speaking situation. Even listening 
by itself is insufficient in that it lacks the active component.
Naturally, the line between lectures and seminars is not always 
perfectly clear. A small seminar class can be a passive learning 
environment if the teacher chooses to treat it that way, and a large 
lecture can have a limited active element if the exercises are sufficiently 
autonomous. However, for successful language learning, students must 
have access to an active learning environment, and this necessitates 
relatively small seminar-size classes. How small is small, though? This 
question remains significant for resource allocation, because having thirty 
students in a class is fifty-percent less expensive than having twenty 
students in terms of teacher employment and space allocation.
4. Time Management    
A primary school teacher in Japan, as in many first-world countries, is 
responsible for maybe thirty students, but many aspects of their education. 
A secondary school teacher is likely responsible for up to two-hundred 
in conjunction with another teacher, but usually only one aspect of their 
education, such as mathematics or English. Such teachers have other 
administrative and non-administrative responsibilities, of course, that for 
the sake of comparison we will assume to be relatively equal. A part-time 
university teacher might have many hundreds of students. If we assume ten 
weekly classes of twenty students maybe two-hundred, but some teach up 
to twenty classes and with considerably more students per class. However, 
they usually have little to nothing in the way of administrative duties. A 
full-time university teacher might have two or three hundred students, 
administrative duties, and research expectations. Regardless of which 
teacher we consider, what they all have in common is a physical limit on 
their weekly time.
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The question of available time is inextricably linked to the question 
of class size. Although the idea is often framed as the teacher to student 
ratio, it is considerably more useful to think of the question in terms of 
how much time a teacher has for each student in any given week. Whilst 
there is certainly room to talk about efficient and inefficient use of time, 
there remains a hard limit on how much time is available, even assuming 
maximum sustainable efficiency and disregarding any need to have extra 
time available for unexpected crises [26]-[28]. Therefore, the question of 
how much time a teacher should have available for each of their students 
is at the heart of the question of class-size in universities [29].
We can divide the time available into two broad categories to begin 
with: in-class time and out-of-class time. The latter can be further 
subdivided into pre-class time (which encompasses preparation time for 
the class) and post-class time (which encompasses time spent dealing with 
what students have produced, such as homework, tests, or other forms of 
assessment). It is important to distinguish between these latter two types of 
out-of-class time, as they relate to time consumption very differently.
For a new class, preparation time can be considerable, but in the case 
of an established class and an experienced teacher preparation time will 
be relatively low. We can safely assume no more than 30 minutes per 
class, and probably less if teaching the same class several times in the 
same week. This pre-class time is not affected by the number of students. 
Every student benefits equally from this time [e.g. the teacher creates a 
short test, and every student takes the test]. Assuming 6 classes in a week, 
each lasting 90 minutes, we can account for 12 hours of the weekly time 
available. Given a lecture format, every student attending the lecture gets 
the same benefit from the full 90 minutes.
Considering post-class time, assuming 200 students, we can 
roughly calculate how much total time is required given three different 
possibilities. If each student is allocated just 5 minutes of post-class time, 
then 16 hours and 40 minutes of time will be consumed; if each student is 
allocated a more generous 10 minutes of time then we get 33 hours and 20 
minutes; finally, if each student is allocated a full 15 minutes of time we 
end up with 50 hours. Clearly, post-class time is potentially the most time-
consuming and inefficient aspect for the lecture format. Regardless of the 
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number of students, they all benefit equally and fully from the pre-class 
and in-class time [e.g. 12 hours in is 12 hours out]. By contrast, because 
post-class time is individually based, it is an extremely inefficient use of 
time in terms of 1:1 expectations [e.g. for 120 students, it takes 10 hours to 
give every student 5 minutes of attention].
This scaling issue is a double problem for any course that seeks to 
elicit deeper learning. In terms of post-class time required, this is likely to 
be considerable when students are being assessed for analytical ability and 
critical thinking. Certainly 5 minutes must be imagined to be a very bare 
minimum if writing assignments are being submitted. With regard to in-
class time, the size of an active learning seminar class must be limited to a 
manageable size. For group discussion and presentation work, the number 
of students will affect the size of the groups and the ability of students to 
participate. The number of groups affects the amount of time the teacher 
is able to spend with each, and the size of the group affects the ratio of 
listening to speaking that the individual student can expect. For example, 
during 30 minutes of discussion work a student in a group of three can 
expect to have 10 minutes of speaking time, but in a group of six only 
5 minutes. Similarly, the larger or more numerous the groups, the less 
chance for active participation during a presentation activity.
We can further try to envision the problem using the following 
comparative table, and assuming five minutes post-class time per student:
Number
of Classes
Average
Class Size
Pre-Class
Time (hrs)
In-Class
Time (hrs)
Post-Class
Time (hrs)
Total
Time (hrs)
4 18 2 6 6 14 
4 24 2 6 8 16
4 30 2 6 10 18
6 18 3 9 9 21
6 24 3 9 12 24
6 30 3 9 15 27
8 18 4 12 12 28
8 24 4 12 16 32
8 30 4 12 20 36
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Ignoring for now the qualitative issues of class size, active learning, 
and class activities, the ideal number of classes and students depends on 
two factors: 1) the total number of working hours expected to be spent on 
teaching, and 2) the amount of post-class time expected to be allocated per 
student. The former is very much the purview of individual institutions, 
but it must be the first question answered when seeking to determine the 
optimum number of classes and class size for full-time teachers.
5. Conclusion
There are many factors to be considered when determining a desirable 
class size for language learning at a given institution. No quantitative 
evidence can be pointed to without dispute that shows the degree to 
which a smaller class benefits individual students. With that in mind, it is 
impossible to attribute a value to doing so that can be weighed against the 
cost and determined to be good or bad. However, we can talk about time 
and workload. In particular, we must consider how much post-class time is 
reasonable for each student, and in connection with that what methods are 
used to assess their language development.
As Hanushek noted when the debate on class size in public schools first 
got going in the second half of the twentieth century, and the California 
reforms showed at the turn of the century, reducing class-size will not 
achieve anything intrinsically by itself. Inexperienced and badly trained 
teachers, low morale, poor resources, demotivated students, corruption, 
wastefulness, and inefficiency outweigh by far the question of whether 
there are twenty or thirty students in a class. By no means, however, will 
increasing the number of students in a class improve matters; it is only a 
sometimes necessary evil.
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